B edbug infestations were common in the United States before World War II. With improvements in hygiene and the widespread use of insecticides during the 1940s and 1950s, the problem of bedbug infestation was almost completely eliminated.
However, in other regions of the world, bedbugs have remained fairly common. As travel has increased and treatment methods specifically targeting other pests have improved, bedbugs have found an opportunity to make an unwanted comeback in the United States. They are increasingly being encountered in hotels, motels, office buildings, movie theaters, and modes of transport-anywhere the turnover of occupants is constant.
Bedbugs are small and agile, frequently escaping detection after crawling into suitcases, boxes, and belongings. Bedbugs are wingless, flattened, oval, brown insects approximately ¼ to 3/8 inch long. They are similar in appearance to a dog tick. The eggs are especially tiny and are easily overlooked (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010) .
Bedbugs are commonly encountered during travel. The occupational health nurse can protect business travelers by providing guidance to prevent infestation. Because bedbugs can arrive on the clothing or in the suitcases of guests from infested homes or other hotels harboring the pests, hotels are an easy target for bedbug infestations.
Prevention begins with luggage. Bedbugs can enter travelers' luggage in airport baggage handling facilities, luggage compartments of airplanes, or even trunks of taxis.
Travelers should carefully inspect their hotel room before unpacking. Luggage should be stored in the bathroom during the inspection, as a bathroom is less likely to have bedbugs. Bedbugs are mainly active at night. During the daytime, they prefer to hide close to where people sleep. Hotel infestations are typically focused near beds. A quick inspection of mattresses and headboards can usually determine if bedbugs are present. Sheets and mattress pads should be turned back and examined for bedbugs or their fecal stains (usually several rust or black spots clustered together). The seams of mattresses and box springs and even the underside of mattress tags should be carefully examined. Closets should also be checked with a flashlight before clothes are hung up. Shoes should be placed in an open area. Luggage should never be placed on upholstered furniture or an extra bed but rather on a luggage stand, tabletop, or other hard surface. Luggage stands should also be inspected and located away from walls. If evidence of bedbug infestation is found, it should be reported to facility management and the traveler should request to be moved to another room, preferably in another section of the hotel (Miller, n.d.) .
Before leaving an infested hotel room, anything that can be laundered should be sorted and placed in plastic bags to prevent bedbug escape into the laundry area at home.
Travelers should be advised that although bedbugs can travel on clothing that is being worn, they are not like lice and will not travel directly on an individual. If travelers have concerns about bedbugs being on clothing they have worn home, the suspected articles should be removed and placed in a plastic bag. Ideally, clothing should be removed in a room without carpet (e.g., a bathroom), so that bedbugs will not have an immediate hiding spot. A wet cloth wiped over the floor can contain any bedbugs.
All suspect clothing should be washed using the hottest water the fabric can withstand. Clothes can also be dried on high heat without washing. Items that cannot be washed can be sealed in a plastic bag and placed in a freezer. Because most household freezers have temperatures between 30°F and 20°F, a 2-week freeze time is recommended. Items sent to dry cleaners must have a warning that they may contain bedbugs.
Suitcases should be carefully inspected. If bedbugs are found (or are suspected), suitcases must be placed in plastic bags until they can be scrubbed using a brush and hot (100°F to 120°F) soapy water. Seams and folds must also be scrubbed. If the weather is warm, the bagged suitcase can be placed in the hot sun or in a hot car for a day. However, a 2-hour core exposure at 120°F (45°C) is a minimum target temperature for heat treatments. Alternatively, a fumigant strip can be placed inside the bag to chemically treat the suitcase. Collapsible heat chambers designed for heat treating luggage are readily available. Although not always practical, using a soft bag such as a duffel bag or a gym bag when traveling will permit the bag to be de-infested in the clothes dryer (Miller, n.d.) .
